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continue and complicate each other, till she finds herself in a
position that threatens her own best chance of happiness. Out
of sheer snobbishness, she separates Harriet Smith, the girl of
questionable origin whom she has taken up, from the sweetheart
who would have been an admirable match 5 and then she schemes
to pair her off with this person, and then with that, all entirely
above her station, until Harriet becomes a source of vexation,
then of remorse for her disappointments, and finally of the
liveliest apprehension to Emma herself. She persuades Harriet
that the vicar, Mr Elton, is in love with her; and her manoeuvres
being misinterpreted lead not unnaturally to a most unwelcome
proposal to herself from that presuming gentleman. Emma feels
the deep humiliation of this, and Mr Elton's resentment causes
further unpleasantness, constantly thrown together as they are in
the small social circle of Highbury. Worse still, Mr Elton,
furious at the rebuff, and burning to show that he is not an
unacceptable person, rushes off to Bath, and soon comes back
with a showy, underbred wife, who has the temerity to challenge
Emma's precedence at Highbury and becomes another source of
irritation. But now a fresh possibility for the wounded Harriet
appears, in Frank Churchill, the stepson of Emma's old governess
and dearest friend, Mrs Weston. This good-looking young fellow
makes some impression even upon herself, and his father would
be only too glad to encourage such a union. But Frank Churchill
has other designs. He is secretly engaged to Jane Fairfax, who
stays occasionally with friends in the village, a young lady whom
the imaginative Emma, on the slenderest evidence, suspects of
having been the unhappy object of a love affair with a married
man. She is foolish enough to impart her suspicions to Frank
Churchill, who flirts with her, as a blind to his engagement, and
fools her to the top of her bent. But though Emma likes him,
she magnanimously resolves to stand aside for the sake of Harriet,
who shows signs of having transferred her affections from Mr
Elton to Frank. And then, to her consternation, Harriet informs
her that she is not in love with Frank Churchill at all, but with
the incomparable Mr Knighdey, and has reason to believe her
sentiments returned. Irony upon irony, and now the unkindest
cut of all! The truth is borne in upon her.